
Keeping a small flock of chickens in your backyard has many benefits, supplying you with fresh eggs, 

giving you great fertilizer for gardening, and providing lively pets. They are great for providing pest 

control, including ticks and can help with invasive weeds in your yard.  In the past decade a resurgence 

of keeping chickens in your back yard has occurred in many communities. We have put together this 

helpful list of tips, best practices and resources to help keep your flock, your family and your community 

healthy and happy. This will go over proper housing, biosecurity, and handling of eggs. We will point to a 

number of linked resources from state and federal agencies. 

Proper housing:  

Chickens need a coop, or a secure hen house that will offer the birds a place to lay eggs and 

protect them from predators. As well as a “run” where they can roam and peck. Many people 

think that “free-ranging” is the healthiest way to keep chickens, however it puts your flock in 

danger of predator attacks, biosecurity risk, and can cause havoc in your neighbors’ yards. 

Chickens pecking and scratching can clear out flower gardens, lawns, and mulch fast.  Many 

experts recommend using fencing, enclosed pens, and electric netting to range your chickens in 

a safe and healthy way. Great resources on small scale poultry housing come from the Penn 

State Agricultural Extension and the UMass Extension Program.   

 

- Biosecurity:  

Biosecurity deals with the health and sanitation of your flock. Basic things you follow can help 

keep your birds safe from disease and you safe as well. In order to maintain a clean, healthy 

environment, the coop and outdoor area should be cleaned out weekly or as needed to control 

manure and odor build up. Feeders and waterers should be regularly cleaned and disinfected. 

Dust baths should be available, as they help control mites. It is important that at least once a 

year, usually in the spring, a thorough cleaning is done on the coop and yard. A fall cleaning is 

also helpful with mite control over winter. Feed should be stored in a locked rodent proof 

container, and feed (or snacks) for chickens should be put only into feeders so we are not 

leaving behind remnants that can attract rodents. A few great resources on biosecurity can be 

found from the USDA website and a factsheet from the USDA. 

 

- Handling of Eggs: 

The safe handling of eggs starts with the production of clean eggs. Several steps can be taken on 

to minimize the potential contamination of eggs. Make sure that there are enough suitable 

nests. Try to get the hens to use all of the nests. Supplement or change nest litter as needed. 

Provide roosts, and make sure the roosting areas are higher than the nest boxes.  

Collect the eggs as frequently as possible, but at least once a day. Keep litter and nest boxes dry. 

Use safe drinking water and keep water and drinkers clean. Keep feed dry and feeders clean. 

Control rodents, flies, and beetles. Sanitize any equipment received from others. A guide from 

the Massachusetts Department of Agriculture outlines best practices in this factsheet. 

Maintaining a healthy flock as well as understanding and minimizing risks can help keep your flock, your 

household, and community happy, healthy, and filled with nutrient rich eggs! 

 

Additional resources: 

https://extension.psu.edu/small-scale-poultry-housing
https://extension.psu.edu/small-scale-poultry-housing
https://ag.umass.edu/crops-dairy-livestock-equine/fact-sheets/poultry-housing
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/animalhealth/animal-disease-information/avian-influenza-disease/birdbiosecurity/biosecurity_for_birds_home
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/publications/animal_health/2013/fsc_backyard_biosecurity.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2016/08/ta/safe-egg-handling-for-backyard-egg-producers.pdf


The CDC – Raising Backyard Poultry 

 
Keeping Backyard Chickens North Carolina Cooperative Extension  

 
The ABC’s of Backyard Poultry- Penn State University 
 
Raising Your Home Chicken Flock- University of Maryland Extension  

 
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources – Poultry Program 

 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthypets/pets/farm-animals/backyard-poultry.html
http://www.ces.ncsu.edu/depts/poulsci/tech_manuals/Backyard_Chickens.pdf
http://extension.psu.edu/business/start-farming/news/2010/the-abc2019s-of-backyard-poultry
https://extension.umd.edu/sites/default/files/_docs/Raising%20Your%20Home%20Chicken%20Flock_FINAL_0
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/poultry-program

